Language and Gender: A Prosodic Study of Iranian Speakers’ Talks  by Darani, Laya Heidari & Darani, Hourieh Heidari
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  70 ( 2013 )  423 – 429 
1877-0428 © 2012 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd.
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of ALSC 2012
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2013.01.080 
 
Akdeniz Language Studies Conference 2012 
Language and gender: A prosodic study of Iranian  
s talks 
Laya Heidari Darania*, Hourieh Heidari Daranib 
a Department of English, Falavarjan Branch, Islamic Azad University, Isfahan, Iran 
b University Boulevard, Basij Boulevrad, Falavarjan, Isfahan 8451731167, Iran 
 
Abstract 
The current study is an attempt to explore the influence of gender on the prosodic behavior of Iranian male and 
female speakers in same-sex and cross-sex situations. In this research, it is hypothesized that the gender of the 
speakers is an influential factor to create a difference in their linguistic behavior rather than other factors such as 
formality of the context. Talks made by pairs of Iranian male and female speakers whose speech were totally formal 
One-way ANOVA was run on the data and the results indicated that women had lower pitch in their cross-sex talks 
compared with their talks in same-sex situations. However, men showed to have higher pitch when their talk occurred 
in a cross-sex situation, compared with the situations where they talked with other men. This proves that men and 
women do not react linguistically similarly in the same situations; and thus, they endeavor to insist on linguistic 
differences resulted from gender differences. 
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1. Introduction 
It is claimed that in many societies the speech of men and women differs. This difference extends to 
such areas as vocabulary, grammar, phonology, morphology and lexicon (Trudgill, 1974). In addition to 
 
* Corresponding author. Tel.: +98-311-742-0134; fax: +98-311-742-0136. 
E-mail address: heidari@iaufala.ac.ir 
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
© 2012 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd.
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of ALSC 2012
Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
424   Laya Heidari Darani and Hourieh Heidari Darani /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  70 ( 2013 )  423 – 429 
these areas, some sociolinguists have also found some other differences. For example, Lakoff (1975) 
recognizes that women ask more questions than men and pay special attention to statements with question 
intonation. Regarding such differences, Fishman (1980, 1983) found evidence indicating that women 
have less control than men in cross-sex conversations. In this respect, Cameron (2005) suggests that there 
is a so-called "dominance approach" to language and gender, in which the emphasis is placed on the 
effects of gender inequality: male dominance and female subordination were considered to be reflected in 
gender-differentiated linguistic behavior.  
Concerning such differences, in the present research, the point to be examined is the fact that men and 
women have different fundamental frequencies when they have cross-sex and same-sex talks. Moreover, 
it is expected that the gender of the speakers is effective on the way they talk so that women whose pitch 
is assumed to be high in same-sex talks appear to have lower pitch in a cross-sex talk. Such a difference 
also appears for men; that is, they have a lower pitch in a cross-sex talk compared with conditions where 
they talk to men.  
 
2. Theoretical and Empirical Background 
 
According to Fasold (1990), since the mid-1970s research on language and sex has concentrated on 
the role that language plays in the location and maintenance of women in a disadvantageous position in 
society. More recently, in early research in sociolinguistics variation, sex was investigated as an 
independent variable related to linguistics variables, along with social status, style, age and ethnicity. 
Trudgill (1974) asserts that it is known from linguistic research that in many societies the speech of men 
and women differs. In some cases the differences are quite small and are not generally noticed: they are 
probably taken for granted in some way as different gestures or facial expressions. For example, in many 
accents of American Engli s vowels are more peripheral (more front, 
more back, higher, or lower) than men's and such cases are not assumed as considerable differences 
s languages. 
D s language is apparent in different aspects. Regarding 
vocabulary, Jesperson (1922) asserts that it is men rather than women who introduce new and fresh 
expressions and it is men who are the chief renovators of language. Further, he generalizes that the 
vocabulary of a woman as a rule is much less extensive than that of a man. He supports his claim with 
data from an experiment done by an American, Jastrow, in which male college students used a greater 
variety of words than female college students when asked to write down one hundred (separate) words. 
Of course, this is the only evidence given. 
men as axiomatic and as the starting point for empirical investigations. That is, either implicitly or 
explicitly, it was assumed that women and men constituted dichotomous and internally-homogenous 
groups and the goal of research was both to characterize the difference in their linguistic behavior and to 
oach 
(Cameron, 1992), viewed male dominance as operative in the everyday verbal interactions of women and 
men, in turn giving rise to linguistic reflexes of dominance and subordination. Lakoff (1975), for 
example, in her cl lace, argued that women use linguistic features of 
tentativeness and powerlessness (e.g., tag questions, declaratives with rising intonation) in line with their 
subordinate status relative to men. In influential subsequent work, West and Zimmerman (1983) 
i
-
suggested that women and men learn different communicative styles based on the segregated same-sex 
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peer groups they play in as children (Maltz & Borker, 1982; Tannen, 1990). A crucial point for Tannen 
(1990), in her popularized and best-selling version of the dual-cultures model
conversational styles:  and 
each style is valid on its own terms. In fact, it has often been the so-called innocence of the 
communicative differences underlying male female communication that has been critiqued by scholars 
-  (Freed, 1992; Henley & 
Kramarae, 1991). 
Regarding doing research on the influence of gender on the prosodic behavior of the speakers in same-
sex and cross-sex talks, Hsin-Yi et al. (2006) claim that in addition to the gender of the speakers, the 
relationship between them which is also a paralinguistic feature is influential on speakers  tone of voice. 
Familiarity of the interlocutors can change the fundamental frequency from one situation to another. They 
indicated that lower pitch was found in female speakers' speech to male speakers in Taiwan Mandarin 
when the interlocutors are familiar.  
Brown and Levinson (1987) and Holmes (2001) also believe that hearers  gender, the power 
relationship and familiarity between the interlocutors are effective on changing people s use and usage of 





3.1. Data collection 
 
The data of this study were extracts from Iranian TV news programs. These programs included 
medical, political, sport, and social news. They were formal talk shows of discussion type made between 
pairs of Iranian native speakers of Modern Persian. The extracts were randomly selected from formal talk 
shows and were composed of twelve 5-10 minute talks. The speakers were all educated people and  
age-ranged between twenty-five and forty-five. This age range was chosen because the speakers  pitch 
was supposed to become fixed in this age range and no change in pitch was conceivable. The important 
point here was the effect of formal context and sex of the speakers on their prosodic behavior. And the 
pairs were male-male (MM), female-female (FF), male-female (MF) and female-male (FM). It is worth 
mentioning that MM and FF made two major groups while MF and FM were in fact one group that was 
divided into two sub-groups. Recording of the extracts was done using Marshal digital audio recorder MF 
80. The programs were audio-recorded while they were broadcasting. 
 
3.2. Data analysis 
 
Recording the TV news programs, the researchers analyzed the audio files using the Praat speech 
analysis software (Boersma and Weenink, 2010). The fundamental frequency of the utterances was 
measured. Each talk that was about 5-10 minutes was divided into 5-second sections, and then the mean 
pitch of each section was measured. The minimum and maximum pitch of each of MM and FF groups 
were considered as the standard pitch range for Iranian male and female speakers. 
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3.3. Statistical procedure 
The data were subject to the statistical procedures of One-way ANOVA, in which the four groups 
were compared. These statistics were used so as to indicate the significant difference between the 
ch in same-sex and cross-sex talks. In this study, the One-way 
ANOVA was used to compare the pitch of men participating in cross-sex and same-sex talks as well as 
that of women participating in same-sex and cross sex talks.  
 
4. Results and Discussion 
 
Results obtained from the One-way ANOVA indicated that there was a significant difference between 
the fundamental frequencies of all four groups. These groups included one group of male speakers talking 
to other male speakers, one group of female speakers taking part in conversations with speakers of their 
own sex, and finally a group of mixed male and female speakers which itself could be divided into two 
groups. Each of these two sub-groups was compared with the major groups, respectively. 
According to Boersma (2006), for a male voice, the fundamental frequency is 75 - 300 Hz and it is 
usually considered as low pitch; for a female voice it is 100 - 500 Hz and this range is generally referred 
to as high pitch. Analyzing Iranian male and female speakers' voice, it was indicated that the pitch range 
for male speakers was 84 - 162 Hz; while that of female speakers was 181 - 272 Hz.  
While measuring the pitch of male speakers talking to female speakers, it was shown that the pitch 
range of male speakers changed to 106 - 194 Hz and that of female speakers changed to 165 - 246 Hz. 
Based on the One-way ANOVA results, it was shown that the four groups were totally different form 
one another. It revealed a significant difference between these four sets of fundamental frequencies  
(F (3, 559) = ).  
Figure 1 shows the mean fundamental frequencies of each group of speakers. It indicates the 
differences in fundamental frequencies of speakers  speech when they talked to members of the opposite 
sex. 
 
                                                   MM                 MF                  FF                 FM 
Fig. 1. Mean pitch of MM (Male with a Male), MF (Male with a Female), FF (Female with a Female), FM 
(Female with a Male) 
Figure 2 shows the histogram of each group of speakers. It indicates the differences in pitch, gender 
and frequencies of speakers in same-sex and cross-sex talks. 
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Fig. 2. Frequencies of MM (Male with a Male), MF (Male with a Female), FF (Female with a Female), FM 
(Female with a Male) 
Based on the results it seems that both sexes changed their tone of voice when they happened to talk 
with a person from the opposite sex; however, this change was more sensible about male speakers who 
talked with female speakers than female speakers who talked to male speakers. In other words, male 




It has been shown that both male and female speakers talk differently when they are in a cross-sex talk 
from when they talk to people from their own sex. By talking differently we mean having different 
fundamental frequencies. Hence, it can be suggested that the paralinguistic cue of gender can play an 
influential role in same-sex and cross-sex talks especially in societies where men and women are viewed 
differently.   
Male speakers seem to approach their tone of voice to that of female speakers; in other words, they try 
to have higher pitch when they talk to women. Female speakers behave similarly in the way that they 
seem to approach their tone of voice to that of men; thus, they try to have lower pitch while talking to 
men.  
The reasons behind such differences might lie in the way societies view men and women. As women 
are considered to have a subordinate position in most societies, certain groups of women try to assimilate 
into the dominant group. One of the ways, as Coates (1986) puts it, to reach this assimilation is using 
deeper voices (lower in pitch). To attain this goal they also adopt some other prosodic features that are 
more typical of men; for example, they use falling intonation rather than rising intonation patterns 
(Coates, 1986). 
Concerning the effect of the paralinguistic cue of gender on people's tone of voice in same-sex and 
cross-sex talks, it has been shown that in languages such as Japanese and Taiwan Mandarin gender has 
played an important role to change the prosodic behavior of speakers in same-sex and cross-sex talks. In 
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this respect, further research can also be done in other languages and cultures to see whether there is such 
a difference in all languages and also whether such a phenomenon is universal or it is limited to certain 
communities. It may be anticipated that in societies where men and women are viewed differently and 
people have different attitudes towards men and women the "dominance approach" that Cameron (2005) 
believes in can also apply in language use and usage. In addition to running research in different 
languages, learners of other languages as a second or a foreign language can also be tested regarding the 
feature of gender and also its influence on their prosodic behavior. 
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